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“How am I doing?" was a question former New York City mayor Ed Koch often asked his 
constituents.  In an effort to make sure he was meeting their needs, he was surveying their 
opinions constantly.  Library decision makers frequently ask, "How is our library doing?" with 
surveys, usually with the same purpose in mind.  Here are some tips on how to make your 
library’s next attempt to assess quality a success. 

  
Why Do a Survey? 

 
The academic law library is vital to the law school as the “workshop of professors and students 
alike.”1  Academic law librarians naturally want to provide the best workshop possible, and they 
can employ a variety of tools to “survey” how well the library is doing, including focus groups, 
interviews and survey questionnaires.2 
 
Focus groups are effective in drawing out users’ true feelings, but because the group is small, it 
is difficult to make generalizations from its responses.3  Interviews are good for obtaining in-
depth information,4 but interviewing large numbers of people to get representative feedback can 
be very time-consuming.  Survey questionnaires are often the best choice for “an economical 
method to reach a large number of people”5 with a large number of questions.6 Thus, this article 
will focus on how to create effective survey questionnaires.   
 
The information gleaned from survey results can be invaluable to an academic law library in its 
attempt to fulfill a mission statement, goal or objective.7  Frequently cited purposes for 
conducting a survey include evaluating existing services, gauging the need for new services and 
preparing for strategic planning.  Analyzing space problems, planning a new facility, or 
responding to budget cuts or user complaints8 are other reasons.  Surveys can also provide “a 
‘snapshot’ for comparison over the years.”9  Some academic law libraries survey returning 
summer associates to find out about the students’ research experience so that librarians involved 
in teaching legal research can adjust the instruction they provide accordingly.10  Many surveys 
are prepared as part of a self-study for accreditation purposes.11  Law libraries can submit a user 
survey in response to the ABA Site Evaluation Questionnaire’s queries regarding how library 
services are evaluated.12  In marketing terms, surveys can provide information that the academic 
library can use for greater marketing effectiveness—higher customer retention, more sales to 
existing customers and greater potential for recruiting new customers.13 

Planning for the Survey 



 
First, contact the appropriate campus office to find out if you should “clear the survey with your 
parent institution.”  Many universities require a review of any “human subject” research, 
including library surveys, to protect the “welfare and confidentiality of respondents.”14 
Assuming you get the go ahead, call a meeting to prepare the staff.  Everyone, “particularly 
those who will be directly concerned with the survey,” should be informed of its purpose and 
procedures.   Even staff not involved in creation of the survey may need to know about its 
existence, especially those who might encounter users who have questions about picking up, 
completing or returning the survey.15  
 
Since most library surveys measure “user satisfaction with existing services,”16 those 
departments whose services are being evaluated should have input into the survey’s questions.  
Many surveys measure satisfaction with multiple services,17 so staff from many departments 
might be involved.  Whether measuring satisfaction with one department or several, however, 
emphasize to staff who may feel nervous about survey results that services are being evaluated 
not individuals.18  “The more they understand, the less threatened staff members will be.”19  
 
Most likely the survey will be designed in-house by professional library staff20 with limited 
survey experience.  They should ask these two basic questions as they plan: 1) “What difference 
will it make for us to have this information?” 2) “Which data will be most useful for the 
decisions that face us?”21 Asking these questions will lead to the creation of an effective survey 
instrument likely to produce worthwhile results for decision making.  If your survey produces 
meaningless results, it will simply be placed on the shelf and the library will have wasted much 
time and effort.22 
 

Designing the Questionnaire 
 
“Designing comprehensive, clear questions is difficult.”23  Many find it useful to look at 
examples and to adapt to their own needs successful surveys from other institutions.24 Hunt for 
samples on the Web25, or ask for them through law library listservs such as AALL Research 
Instruction and Patron Services SIS rips-sis@aallnet.org or AALL Academic Law 
Libraries SIS all-sis@aallnet.org.  Several examples of law library surveys are available.26  If 
outside assistance is desirable, campus research centers can offer valuable expertise.27  
Sometimes a faculty member with survey design and administration experience can also offer 
assistance. Books and articles can also provide design information.28  Here are further tips:  
 
· “Write an introduction for the survey which will bring cooperation from participants.”29A 

good introduction “engages the audience by welcoming them, educates them about the 
purpose of the survey, details how the results of the survey will be used, and assures that 
confidentiality will be maintained.”30  

 
· Researchers have suggested that asking users about their awareness of library services 

may be more telling than asking them about their satisfaction with services.  That is 
because many patrons have “low expectations for library resources and services to begin 
with and will often report satisfaction with whatever they think is available.”31  By asking 
questions about awareness, your survey becomes not just a measuring tool, but a 



marketing tool that alerts users to available sources.  
 
· Once you have undertaken the task of creating a survey, it is tempting to stuff it with 

questions.  “Some questionnaires give the impression that their authors tried to think of 
every conceivable question that might be asked with respect to the general topic of 
concern.  The result is a very long questionnaire causing annoyance and frustration on the 
part of the respondents....” and  resulting in a low return rate.32  Remember that surveys 
that are short, clear and focused are more likely to be answered and more likely to yield 
useful information.33  Divide long surveys into sections34 and avoid “something that 
might just be good to know” questions.35  

 
·  You may need to do separate surveys for faculty, students or other members of your 

university community because each group has “distinctive needs and thus different 
perceptions of the quality of the library’s collections or services.”36 Also, “[it] may be 
better to do several short questionnaires at different times than one long questionnaire.37  
Remember, however, busy faculty and students may be reluctant to spend time filling out 
several library surveys.  Determining the proper balance can be difficult, but it is very 
important to obtaining a sufficient number of responses.  

 
· Do not ask for information without contemplating its usefulness beforehand.38  “Consider 

how...data will be analyzed before writing the survey.”39  
 
· Two basic formats are possible: open-ended questions and those with structured 

responses.”40  “Allow for some open-ended responses, but not too many, because the 
results are difficult to compile....”41and respondents are generally unwilling to spend time 
answering open-ended questions.  

 
“Structured response types include: yes/no or true/false items, multiple choice, check off 
or ranking lists, Likert (strongly agree to strongly disagree) and semantic differential 
(excellent to poor) scales....42   

 
Put response categories in progressive order, usually from lower to higher in left-to-right 
order, e.g.:  1) Never 2) Seldom 3) Occasionally 4) Frequently     
Avoid using too many categories, and combine them when possible (unless several 
questions will use the same scale): 1) Seldom or never  2) Occasionally  3) Frequently43 

 
Avoid asking users to rank responses, and do not expect them to rank more than six 
things at a time.44 

 
· Items should be clear and brief and worded in neutral, balanced terms.45   Compound 

questions should be avoided because respondents may want to answer questions 
differently.  Survey items should not be redundant, unless there is some reason to check 
the reliability of respondents.46 

· “Plan to pre-test your survey instrument with others, especially non-librarians”47 so that it 
will be understandable and free of  library jargon.  Some libraries pre-test a survey 
instrument on a sample of potential respondents.  That group’s input can help library staff 



identify areas of concern and find flaws in a survey draft.48  “Once a survey has been 
administered, changing the items or responses is no longer an option.”49  Pre-test survey 
procedures as well.50  Where should students pick up the survey and return it?  Can 
students fill out a Web survey from home without encountering difficulties, or must the 
survey be completed on law school computers?  

 
Survey Dissemination 

 
What method will you employ to get your survey to users?  Whatever method you choose, you 
want one that will provide an adequate response rate. “The response rate is the percent of people 
approached who returned completed and usable questionnaires.”51  “The goal is a response rate 
of at least 50 percent.  Less may mean that your respondents are not representative of your entire 
user group.”52  Response rates in academic libraries “run about 50 to 90 percent.”53  And 
although you might think that today’s computer-savvy faculty and students would be more 
inclined to reply to an e-mail or Web-based survey, researchers have found that “response rates 
to Web surveys tend to be lower than for paper surveys.”54 
 
Distributing paper surveys 
 
In many university libraries, with their large student populations, surveys are only distributed to 
a group of students large enough to create a representative sample.55  Consequently, “the number 
of paper questionnaires distributed depends on the number of responses needed.”56  In all but the 
largest law schools, however, law libraries need not be concerned with sampling.  Traditional 
paper questionnaires should be put in the mailboxes of all students or faculty who are suitable 
respondents for the survey topic.  When seeking faculty input, law libraries will probably want to 
canvass all faculty members because the law faculty is a relatively small group (as compared to 
all campus faculty) and the library’s central clientele.57  
 
Surveyors might also approach users as they enter or leave the library and ask them to answer 
questions or fill out a questionnaire.58  A face-to-face encounter allows the persistent surveyor 
greater control in assuring a respectable response rate because the surveyor can stop as many 
people as is necessary to get a sufficient number of responses.  The face-to-face approach blurs 
the distinction between a survey and an interview, however, and interviews can be very labor-
intensive and time-consuming.  In addition, users might be hesitant to make negative comments 
to the surveyor/interviewer.  They might be less reluctant to criticize, however, if instead of  
being questioned on the spot, they were simply handed a questionnaire to return anonymously.  
On the other hand, the encounter with a clip-board toting librarian or library representative does 
allow an opportunity for greater exploration of certain areas by the surveyor with follow-up 
questions. 
 



The face-to-face encounter can be particularly useful for distributing specialized service surveys. 
 For example, “the Reference Satisfaction Survey may be given only to people who asked 
reference questions, while the general Satisfaction Survey goes to all users.”59  At one university 
library, a librarian or student assistant with a clipboard buttonholed students as they left the 
reference desk to ask them questions about their level of satisfaction with a recent reference-desk 
encounter.60   
 
E-mail Surveys 
 
E-mail surveys are easy, cheap and have a quick turnaround time.61  Almost anyone can do 
[them] with little or no formal training.”  They are essentially “online paper-and-pencil 
surveys.”62 “[An] e-mail survey should be short (i.e., less than 20 questions)” because many 
respondents find them boring.63  
Early versions of text e-mail surveys did not have automated data accumulation.  “[The] 
researcher had to receive the e-mails, print them out and re-enter the data into standard database 
format.  Newer software allows the researcher to encode a survey for semi-automatic data 
accumulation as the return e-mail is received.”64  
 
Web Surveys 
 
“There is no other method of collecting survey data that offers so much potential for so little cost 
as Web surveys.”65  One 2001 study found the average cost of a paper survey to be $2.07 
compared to $.88 for a Web version.66  Further advantages of Web surveys include:  
 
· “a faster response rate” 

 
· it is “easier to send reminders to participants” 
 
· it is “easier to process data [because] responses [can] be downloaded to a spreadsheet, 

data analysis package or a database” 
 
· “complex skip pattern questions are easier to follow”67  
 
· “the graphic nature of the Web makes the addition of graphics, color and images quite 

inexpensive”68       
 
Despite the advantages associated with Web surveys, there can be problems as well: 
 
· Designers must have Web page design skills and computer programming expertise.  If 

librarians do not possess these skills, they will have to look elsewhere for help—perhaps 
to the law school’s or the university’s information technology staff.  

 
· “Questionnaires do not look the same in different browsers and on different monitors.”  
 



· “Respondents may have different levels of computer expertise. Lack of expertise can be a 
source of error or non-response.” 

 
· “Since information can be collected about respondents without their knowledge or 

permission, respondents may be concerned with privacy of the data they are entering.” 
The surveyor can determine the time of day the survey was completed, how long the 
respondent took to complete each question, how long the respondent took to finish the 
survey, what browser was used and the respondent’s IP address.” 

 
· “The surveyor is faced with concerns about data security on the server.”69 
 
· Failure to complete Web surveys can be a problem because of “open-ended questions,  

questions arranged in tables, fancy or graphically complex design, pull-down menus, 
unclear instructions, and the absence of navigation aids....”70 Interestingly, “plain Web 
surveys gave a better response rate than those with a fancy design containing colors, 
graphics and tables.”71   

 
Several suggestions for designing any type of survey—paper, e-mail or Web-based—were 
mentioned above.  Here are some additional suggestions for designing a “respondent-friendly” 
Web survey—one that “increases the likelihood that sampled individuals will respond to the 
survey request, and that they will do so accurately, i.e., by answering each question in the 
manner intended by the surveyor”72: 
 
· Notify students and faculty with an e-mail message (via law school listservs if possible) 

encouraging them to participate and including a link to the survey itself.  Understand that 
the e-mail notification might miss those who are not reading their e-mail messages, so 
also post signs in the library and law school advertising the survey.  
 

· “Use a welcome screen that is motivating,”73 i.e., contains a short, straight-forward 
message written in the style of  “a conversation with a person with whom we hoped to 
maintain a mutually respectful relationship”74 that emphasizes the reason for the survey, 
the ease of responding, and that shows respondents how to move to the next page.”75  “Be 
sure the first question is interesting, easy to answer and related to the topic of the 
survey.”76 

 
· “Use a conventional format similar to a paper questionnaire.”77  “Design the survey for 

the least compliant browser so that all respondents [will] have the same visuals.”78 
 
· “Limit line length. Respondents are less likely to skip words when lines are short.”79 
 
· “Provide instructions for the necessary computer actions, i.e., erasing radio buttons, drop-

down menus and clearing open-ended questions.”80 



· “Don’t make it necessary for respondents to answer each question before going on to a 
next one;”81 however, it may be necessary to make some questions “required” so that 
respondents do not return uselessly incomplete surveys. “Use a scrolling design that 
allows respondents to see all questions unless skip patterns are important.”82  

 
· “Make the survey simple, and have it take no longer than 20 minutes.” “Give an 

estimated time that it will take to complete the survey.”83  “Use symbols or words to give 
respondents some idea of their progress in the survey.  Web survey respondents, like 
paper respondents, need some indication of how near they are to completion.”84 

 
· “Allow an alternate mode of completion if people are concerned about privacy, i.e., print 

out and [anonymously return] the survey.”85  
 
· Send “follow-up reminders by e-mail.”86 
 
Speaking of Web surveys, a popular alternative to a home-grown Web survey being adopted by a 
growing number of law libraries is the LibQUAL+TM survey offered to the library 
community by the Association of Research Libraries (ARL).  A law library can join with 
over 400 other libraries and subscribe to the LibQUAL+TM suite of services used “to solicit, 
track, understand, and act upon users' opinions of service quality.”87  The LibQUAL+(TM) Web 
page states: “The program’s centerpiece is a rigorously tested Web-based survey bundled with 
training that helps libraries assess and improve library services, change organizational culture, 
and market the library.”88 
 

Ensuring a Good Return 
 
Once you have developed a good questionnaire, you want to make sure that people will answer 
it!  Boost the response rate by publicizing the survey with catchy notices posted in the building, 
in the library newsletter, or on a law school listserv.  Emphasize the message, “Help us help 
you!” by explaining “to potential respondents how the survey findings will be used in decision-
making.”89 
 
“Provide anonymity or confidentiality to respondents.  Respondents are anonymous when there 
is no way of knowing who returns a completed survey form.”90  Anonymity is easily maintained 
with paper questionnaires returned to a central drop box.  As stated above, it is potentially 
possible for the surveyor to identify the respondent with e-mail and Web surveys, so when 
employing these types of surveys, maintain confidentiality by assuring respondents that “their 
individual answers will not be published or announced,”91 even though the surveyor may know 
who they are.    
 
“There is no ideal time to do a survey,”92 but use common sense.  Survey law students about 
their summer research experience soon after they return in the fall while the experience is still 
fresh in their minds.  Don’t attempt to approach students with your survey when they are likely 
to be rushing off to class.  No one stops for surveys during exam period!  In general, conduct 
your survey at a time when users are least likely to have other demands on their time.93  And,  
conduct your survey during a typical week in a typical month to get representative results.94  



Offer rewards, such as a chance to enter a drawing for food, clothing, or electronics to those who 
complete the survey.  Preserve anonymity by allowing respondents to tear off a portion of the 
paper questionnaire with their name and return it to a separate location.  Similarly, those 
collecting e-mail responses might print out returned questionnaires, manually detach the names 
and enter them into a drawing.  With Web surveys, anonymity can be maintained if, when 
respondents submit their replies, a separate screen appears asking them for an e-mail address.  
Keep the survey responses and the e-mail addresses in separate databases.      
 
Most law libraries can easily contact their entire patron base with a paper or Web questionnaire.  
An added benefit of contacting everyone is that you can also reach nonusers of the library for 
their comments, which could help in determining the overall needs of students and faculty.95 
Finally, “be sure the survey instrument identifies prominently the due date and how or to whom 
it should be returned.  Give telephone and fax numbers and e-mail addresses for anyone a 
potential respondent may call if he has questions about the survey.”96  “Monitor the response rate 
regularly,” and try to reach non-respondents with follow-up messages to everyone encouraging 
them to complete the questionnaire.97   
 

Collecting and Analyzing the Data 
 
Most library surveys are self-administered with library staff also overseeing collection and 
analysis of the data.98 Again, an alternative to doing these tasks in-house would be to seek 
assistance from a campus research center.  If a consultant, association or outside researcher was 
involved in creation of the survey questionnaire, that same person or entity would probably be 
involved with collection and analysis of results, too. 

 
If collection is done in-house, the staff should “ensure the most accurate data” is used for 
analysis by reviewing and editing the survey returns before compiling the information.  For 
example, inspect the returns for notes in the margins that might explain how a particular 
respondent understood a question.  Try your best to correctly interpret open-ended responses 
handwritten on paper surveys.  Some replies will not be clear, and a decision will have to be 
made whether to use the data.99    
 
For simple, short surveys with few responses, the results may simply be compiled by hand.  The 
information from more substantial surveys may be entered into a computer file.  You will need 
“an experienced data entry operator to ensure that this job is done quickly and accurately.”100  
Again, someone from the IT department of the law school or the University may be able to offer 
assistance if needed.  (An advantage of a Web-based survey is that the data can be collected 
automatically with no need for data entry.)  “There is a wide variety of spreadsheet, database, 
and statistical software available for data entry and analysis.  Spreadsheets such as Lotus 123, 
Excel, and Quatro Pro; database packages such as Dbase, Foxpro, and Paradox; and statistical 
packages such as SPSS and SAS will enable computer analysis and reporting.”101  
 



Several techniques are available for analyzing survey data: 
 
1. “Tabulate the frequency of different responses and calculate percentages. Describing and 

interpreting the basic responses of the total sample are the most elementary forms of 
analysis.” 

 
2. “Compare responses from different groups of respondents. Note how various 

groups of actual or potential users respond differently.”  
 
3. “Analyze trends. Comparing responses to items in the latest survey with responses 

to similar items in earlier surveys is another frequently employed type of analysis.”  
 
4. “Cross-tabulate items. Cross-tabulating two items may help to identify likely 

correlations.”102  
 

Communicating the Results 
 
“Surveys are time-consuming and worthless if not used.”103 Obviously, results should be 
distributed to decision-makers and departments responsible for services or collections.  Results 
should be communicated early on to all library staff whose services were evaluated.  Their 
participation in designing questions, attending meetings before survey distribution (and sweating 
out the returns) should be rewarded by allowing them to see the results quickly.  The statistics 
generated by the survey can be used to set baselines for future comparisons, plan for the future, 
demonstrate areas of needed improvement, or offer a morale-building pat on the back. 
 
A common way to display the results of the survey is to add summary data to the survey form 
itself.104 “For more detailed findings, ranked lists, tables, and cross-tabulations will be helpful.  
Charts and diagrams illustrating findings may also be helpful for analytical as well as 
presentation purposes.”105   

 
Report your survey findings in a concise report describing the reasons for the survey, the survey 
instrument and the procedures used to administer it.  It is usually a good idea to attach a copy of 
the survey as an appendix.  Tell how the data was analyzed, mention the findings and any 
conclusions made from them.  “Generally, the higher the rank of the audience, the briefer the 
report should be.  If a lengthy document is unavoidable, provide a one to three-page executive 
summary.”106   
 
The library director may want to forward favorable responses to law school or university 
administrators to make them aware of  significant achievements the law library has made 
towards fulfilling its responsibilities.  Doing so will allow the director an opportunity to further 
market the library as a worthwhile investment to those with budgeting power.  Should library 
administrators need to respond to negative comments from respondents, be prepared to offer 
justifications for unpopular actions that have been taken or to show concrete ideas for improving 
criticized collections, services, policies or facilities.  Remember, too, that negative comments 
may serve to bolster requests to administrators for additional funding for needed improvements. 
 



Also, consider reporting survey results back to the  respondents. Reporting back shows 
respondents that you appreciate the time they took to complete the questionnaires107 and allows 
them to learn their peers’ overall opinions about the library.  Favorable survey results, like 
positive word-of-mouth communications, can fulfill the marketing goals mentioned previously of 
attracting new students who had not realized that reference librarians were so eager to help; 
keeping up good relationships with long-time faculty who were not aware of  new electronic 
services and print collections; and encouraging new and long-time users to keep coming back to 
the library for more super service.  
 

Conclusion 
 
A 1988 NBC survey of voters leaving the polls showed that most New Yorkers did not want Ed 
Koch to run for an unprecedented fourth term as mayor in 1989.108  Mayor Koch ignored the 
survey results and ran again anyway— losing to David Dinkins.  Let’s hope that your survey 
shows continuing confidence in the performance of the law library, because, let’s face it, the law 
library must run again!  It is vital to the life of the law school.  Just remember that whether 
survey results leave the library staff with good news, bad news or a mix of the two, the library 
now possesses much more information than it had before.  So use it to your advantage ... and run 
with it! 
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